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Abstract

Donghak is an indigenous Korean religious philosophy established by
Choe Je-u in the late Joseon dynasty. Contrary to common misconception
of Donghak as aligned with Confucianism, there is a great distance be-
tween Donghak and Confucian ideas. Although Confucianism has been
regarded as having the strongest social consciousness and practicality,
the truth is that it was the target of criticisms concerning the issue of
publicity due to its premise of “family relation” and its tacit support of
social hierarchies in pre-Qin period. Responding to the conflict between
Eastern and Western civilizations, as well as the demands brought about
by modernization, Donghak brings up a new concept of self, which is not
limited to Confucian role ethics, namely, “everyone reverently bears
Hanullim (X) within one’s own” (sicheonju, £ X 1-). Donghak’s concept
of self-awareness, which does not discriminate on the basis of social sta-
tus and sex, and regards everyone as co-existing and communicating
with Hanullim, is a novel take on the Confucian discussions of publicity.
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Introduction

The Donghak! discussed in this paper refers to the religious system of
thought established by Choe Je-u (1820-1864). Even though Donghak is
often regarded as a continuation of Confucianism,? there is considerable
distance between the two. Not only does Donghak represent a
breakthrough and evolution of Confucianism within Korea, it also
innovates and reforms the Confucian theoretical framework itself. The
main contribution of Donghak to Confucianism lies in the areas of
self-awareness and subjectivity. Within Confucianism, the self is a role
regulated by inter-personal relationships such as the family and society.
Although the Confucian tradition of “Honoring Virtue” places greater
emphasis on self-discovery and cultivation, self-fulfillment relies on whether
it is in accordance with the heavenly principles (/) — the contents of
which frequently include societal order, traditions, and norms. Thus,
within the tradition, the concept self-awareness struggles to break free
from the confines of social hierarchies. In response to the conflict between
Eastern and Western civilizations, as well as the demands brought about by
modernization, Donghak complexifies the concept of self within Korean
traditional society — revealing that anyone can be his or her own master.
According to Donghak, the self is not only an individual which (or whose

1 Donghak is commonly translated into “Fastern Learning” and occasionally into “Fastern
Philosophy.” It is also transliterated as Tonghak (McCune-Reischauer system) and sometimes
Tong-hak. In this paper, the transliterations of Korean terms are based on the Revised
Romanized of Korean system (RRK), which has been officially used in South Korea since its
release to the public (by the Ministry of Culture and Tourism) in 2000. Similarly, the
transliteration of Chinese terms will be in accordance with the Hanyu Pinyin system, though
older transliterations using the Wade-Giles system will be quoted as they appear in the
original texts.

2 The relationship between Donghak and Confucian, Buddhist and Daoist thought is a
contentious issue. Most scholars regard Donghak doctrine as being formulated on the basis
of incorporating Western Learning with the fundamentals of the integrated traditions of
Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism. See Han (1996). However, thete is still insufficient
research into the issue of how these myriad elements are organically integrated into Donghak
thought. Some scholars have argued that contrary to the rejection of Confucian thought by
the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, the Donghak Peasant Revolution actually employs the
guidance of the Confucian concepts of loyalty (&) and filial piety (#). See No (2003).

3 Confucian thought can be broadly divided into two main camps: “Honoring Virtue” (&4&1E)
and “Following Knowledge” (El#). Through this distinction, we can also understand the
conflict between Mencius’ (i f) and Xunzi’s thought, and the tension between School of
Principle (#15}) and School of Mind (:5}) within Neo-Confucianism.
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moral practices) can be corrected by knowing or realizing the heavenly
principles; it is originally the subject who bears the honorable Hanullim. In
my view, the fact that Donghak’s concept of self-awareness does not
discriminate on the basis of social status and sex, and regards everyone as
co-existing and communicating with Heaven (%),* is a novel take on the
Confucian discussions of the question of publicity.

Confucian Thought and the Discussion
of the Public and Private Distinction

Contrary to common opinion, the connection between Confucianism and
publicity is not inseparably tight from the start. At the beginnings of
Confucianism, the idea of publicity understood as the pursuit of a public
value beyond the private or personal domain, was actually the criticism
made by those thinkers opposed to Confucianism. In Confucius’ time, the
term gong (4, public) did not mean common value,® but instead referred to
royalty and designated royal titles within the Zhou dynasty. The earliest
thinker to understand “public” and “private” as opposing terms is Mozi (2
), for whom “public” was regarded as universal morality and related to
the concept of “public morality” (2:7).° While there are also instances of

4 The Chinese character X is pronounced as #an in Chinese (Hanyu Pinyin), whereas cheon in
Korean (RRK). In Korean language, however, a vernacular term “haneul” or “hanul” is used
as a corresponding word for K, not necessarily reminding cheon, which is more often used as
a component for Sino-Korean vocabularies. Therefore, “Hanullim” is a Korean way of
calling the ultimate reality in vernacular expression. When it is needed, I will distinguish the
Korean concept of K from the Chinese by marking their transliterations, e,g. cheon from tian.

5 In the Analects (i), the term gong (2) appears 56 times in 43 passages — almost always
referring to titles or to names. The only exception is in Analects 6.14: F Wiz, FH: L5
NISHET? B ASUEsaidiyies, 17 IFAs, RESIEZZEL Here, gongshi (23 is explained
as “public affairs,” seemingly opposed to “private affairs.”” However, the two occurrences of
the term “private” (F4) neither contain negative connotations, nor are explained as morally
antagonistic to “public.” See Analects 2.9: “I have examined his conduct when away from
me, and found him able to illustrate my teachings” GRIMIEHTL, ARELEE); Analects 10.5: “At
his private audience, he looked highly pleased” (FAfL, i), For readers’ reference, the
related original texts are provided. Also, unless otherwise stated, all translations of classical
Chinese texts ate from the Chinese Text Project with some modifications and the names of
the corresponding translator is indicated. The Analects is translated by James Legge.

6 Sce Mozi (1), chapter 8 “Honoring the Worthy” (i41£ 1-): “ If a person is capable promote
him, if incapable, lower his rank” (#2255 [HFAT). Translated by W. P. Mei.
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the opposition between public and private within Mencius (i 1), they
only concern the distinction between central section (41, lit. public farm)
and eight outer sections (FAH, lit. private farms) within the well-field system
(JFHik) of the Zhou dynasty; the term “public” was not used as a crucial
term in discussions concerning morality. Mozi also simultaneously uses
the concept of “selflessness” (#£4)® to support the reasonableness of
universal love (43), as well as criticize the limitations of the Confucian
concept of benevolence (1-). Mozi does not entirely reject the concept of
benevolence. Rather, he proposes that the public implementation of
benevolence is exactly universal love. His observation that the Confucian
discussions concerning benevolence were empty, led him to the

conclusion that Confucians were ignorant about the true meaning of

benevolence.’

Xunzi actively accepts Mozi's term “public morality,” but uses it to
explain the moral character of the gentleman.!? Additionally, while he also

7 See Mencins, 3A3: “It is said in the Book of Poetry, “May the rain come down on our public
field, And then upon our private fields!”” It is only in the system of mutual aid that there is a
public field, and from this passage we perceive that even in the Zhou dynasty this system has
been recognized” (ifx TN, BMHFL” MEBIZATAH (. IR, Ui, iz 2 .
INGREEFLETA, [MAEAA . 25, SNBEHIE A, FTEARIES AH). Translated by James Legge.

8 See Moz, chapter 16 “Impartial Caring” (43 F): “like the sun and the moon, shedding
glorious and resplendent light in the four quarters without any private intention” (¥.2H
FRIEK N2 HATRAIL) and Mogi, chapter 4 “The Standard to Follow” (4): “Nothing better
than following Heaven. Heaven is all-inclusive and impartial in its activities” (%475 K K2
FTEEIMAEES). His comparison of selflessness to the workings of Heaven and natural
phenomena, is possibly related to the thought of Daoists such as Laozi (£ ) and Zhuangzi
(7). Both are translated by James Legge. See Daodejing (GEREFS), chaptet 7: ““The sage ... Is
it not because he has no personal and private ends, that therefore such ends are realized?”
(N .. IR, 2 AL and chapter 79 “In the Way of Heaven, there is no partiality of
love” (JOEHER). Also, see Zbuangi (1:T), chapter 6 “Great Honorable Teacher” (Kl
“Heaven overspreads all without any partial feeling, and so does Earth sustain all” (KGR,
7, HofeFAlY) and chapter 7 “Fit for Emperors and Kings” (47 1): “Allow all things to take
their natural course; and admit no personal or selfish consideration” (If#7F SRIMIMEARLTS).

9 See Moz, chapter 47 “Honoring Righteousness” (143%): “Now, the way the gentlemen of
the world define magnanimity even Yu and Tang cannot alter. But when we mix up
magnani- mous conduct with unmagnanimous conduct and let the gentlemen of the world
choose them they do not know which is which. So, the reason that I say the gentlemen of
the world do not know magnanimity does not lic in the matter of definition either; it also
lies in the process of selection” (4K N2 A 24 b, MERBIELA 2. Jel “BUR(, MR
IS, BRI S K28 TAN 4, SEDIA t, ARLUILR ).

10 Sce Xunzi (#i 1), chapter 2 “Cultivating Oneself” (f£4): “Through avoidance of prejudice
and through y/ the gentleman overcomes capticious personal desires” (¥ ZRELLAZENFA
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distinguishes between the domains of the “public” and “private,”!! he does
not accept Mozi’s claim that “universal love” forms the explanation for the
“public.” Rather, he regards Mozi’s thoughts as being personal and “private
worries” (£.)!2 which do not comprehend the principles of society.
According to Xunzi, a country or society is a complex system comprom-
ising the accumulation of human experiences over long periods of time.
Contrary to Moz, it is not easily or merely governable via the formula of
“universal love and mutual benefit” (4#4%%, 2c#i1#1). Thus, Xunzi proposes
that the only person who can overcome or go beyond his personal benefit,
and act in accordance with the public morality, is the Confucian gentleman
who has thoroughly contemplated the areas of human culture and
morality. The representative proponent of Legalism, Han Feizi, also
considers this issue of the public and private. Yet he does not accept the
concept of “public morality” —instead elaborating the distinction between
the public and private via more theoretical explanations.!> However, he

k). Hutton (2014), p.15. Eric L. Hutton’s translation is used for the Xunz7 text.

11 See Xunzi, chapter 12 “’The Way to Be a Lord” (#13): “Exalt ritual, set out proper models,
then in the state there will be constancy. Honor the worthy, employ those able, commoners
then will be pointed rightly .... Make clear people’s allotments, their responsibilities, assign
to people proper works, arrange activities, use those having talents, grant office or abilities,
so none are not well ordered, nor have improprieties. Then unprejudiced ways will enjoy
success, and selfish approaches make no progress, unprejudiced yi will shine bright and clear,
and selfish pursuits wholly disappear” (M= HIBIAT, WEHHRENIS ... ARERWIZ),
Fa2E, MELTTAE, SONGIE, RIZSEEMTRAM R, A3 HINEAdE%). Hutton (2014), pp.124-5.

12 See Xunzi, chapter 10 “Enriching the State” (fil#): “In his teachings, Mozi worries very
conspicuously about insufficiency for the whole world. However, insufficiency is not the
common disaster facing the world. That is only Mozi’s individual worry and erroncous
reckoning” (3 -2 SAMESRZA K TERR. JAVEIER T Z AL, Fi 2B EE#: L), Hutton
(2014), p.88.

13 Sce Han Feizi (59 1), chapter 49 “The Five Vermin” (#i4#): “Tn ancient times when Ts’ang
Chich created the system of writing, he used the character for “private” to express the idea
of self-centeredness, and combined the elements for “private” and “opposed to” to form
the character for “public”” (W& AT FEH, FBEHIR, HGHZA, AFAZHT ).
Watson (1964), p.106. Burton Watson’s translation is used here, but Watson’s translation
doesn’t include the complete works of Han Feizi and so 1 will indicate other translator’s
name when needed. Also, see Han Feizi, chapter 19 “Admonishing the Crooked” (fifi4l): “It
is the duty of the sovereign to make clear the distinction between public and private
interests, enact laws and statutes openly, and forbid private favors. Indeed, to enforce
whatever is ordered and stop whatever is prohibited, is the public justice of the lord of men.
To practise personal faith to friends, and not to be encouraged by any reward nor to be
discouraged by any punishment, is the private righteousness of ministers .... That public and
private interests must be clearly distinguished and laws and prohibitions must be carefully
enacted, the early kings already understood” (B5E. 258, MR ATAZ 5y, WIS, R0 s
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does not accept Xunzi’s Confucian explanation of the “public.” Instead,
Han Feizi stipulates that “private” is a concept opposed to “law,”14 and
re-describes Confucian political theory (which is in opposition to that of
Legalism) as a kind of “moral governance” (.0:#4)!> — thus relegating it as
part of the “private.” Summing up, there is no thorough discussion of the
issue of the “public” and “private” within the Analects and Mencius. The
progenitor of this issue in the pre-Qin period is Mozi, who proposes the
concept of “public morality.” While Xunzi attempts to use the concept of
“public morality” to re-conceptualize Confucian political theory, he runs
into harsh criticisms by Han Feizi.

Despite the fact that Confucianism is often regarded as having the
strongest social consciousness and practicality compared to the other
schools of thought, it was often the target of criticisms concerning the issue
of publicity due to problems internal to its theories. Since the time of
Confucius, the first principle of Confucianism regards “family relations”
(B8 as being the fundamentals of moral norms, and sees social ethics
as an extension of familial ethics.1” However, problems emerge when
family ethics comes into conflict with societal ethics. The discussions in
the Analects (Zilu chapter), concerning the issue of “straight-forwardness”

WMT, Bk, NEZAFEMs TR, SR AN 2B, AN 230, ARLZFAFRHL ... 25,
AR, PEARASANR, Je T2 %), Liao’s translation (1959) is used for this chapter.

14 See Han Feizi, chapter 45 “Conflicts with the Subjects” (#iff): “The cause of order is law,
the cause of chaos is selfishness. Once law is enacted, no selfish act can be done. Hence the

25 2

saying, “Whoever tolerates selfishness finds chaos, whoever upholds law finds order
(FrAaE D, PTEAELRAL, Yoz S RarAze, S SERAEREL Hk#). Liao (1959).

15 See Han Feizi, chapter 27 “Controlling People” (JIIA): “Casting law and tact aside and
trusting to personal judgments, even Yao could not rectify a state” (FREAMT046, 281568
1E—B). Liao (1959), chapter 49 “The Five Vermin” (7i4): “Men who quote the eatly kings
and preach benevolence and righteousness, fill up the court, wherefore the government
cannot be freed from disorder” (BJLES{FHEIL, MBUREIAAL. See Liao (1959)

16  All branches of Confucianism regard “family relations™ as the first principle. See Mencius,
6B3: “Filial affection for parents is the working of benevolence. Respect for elders is the
working of righteousness. There is no other reason for those feelings - they belong to all
under heaven” GEUH, 1ot W50, Feth. fEfth, 32 K T 7). Note that “BE” is here translated
as “filial affection” rather than “family relations.” Also, see Xunzi, chapter 19 “Discourse
on Ritual” (ifi): “And so, the former kings accordingly established a proper form for the
situation, and thereby what is y7 in venerating those who are esteemed and loving those who
are intimate was set” (Jo 422073, BARHIZ #%2%7%2). Hutton (2014), p.216.

17 One of the classic examples is found in Da Xue, concerning the ethical model that in order

to bring peace to the world, one must begin by engaging in self-cultivation, then regulate
one’s family, and then govern the state well.
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(115),'8 constitute the beginnings of the discussions of “public” and “private,”
and reveals how Confucianism lags behind the other schools of thought
during that period. If a son reports his father for stealing a sheep, he is
acting against human nature; however, we cannot seriously accept
Confucius” response that “the father conceals the misconduct of the son,

and the son conceals the misconduct of the father.” Even though some

successive rationalizations were proffered in defense of such a response!®

(which otherwise is difficult to establish as the basis of public morality), the
Confucians continued to regard it as their highest principle?® — a stance
which came under severe criticisms from the Mohists and other schools of
thought.2! This is because if we regard familial concealment as the basis of
morality, then we cannot avoid the implication of being unfair to others.

18 Sece Analects 13.18: “The Duke of She informed Confucius, saying, “Among us here there
are those who may be styled upright in their conduct. If their father have stolen a sheep,
they will bear witness to the fact.”” Confucius said, “Among us, in our part of the country,
those who are upright are different from this. The father conceals the misconduct of the
son, and the son conceals the misconduct of the father. Uprightness is to be found in this” ”
(UEATEALT B <BRomagss, JUdEs, TeEs” L7e: “RMEZAFRNE, AR T,
A, W),

19 See Xunzi, chapter 29 “The Way to Be a Son” (3H): “A father who has a contentious son
will not act in ways that lack ritual propriety” (%CH5 S, MTHER). See Hutton (2014),
p.326; 17 Ji (3L, The Book of Ritual), chapter 12 “The Patterns of Family” (WHI): “If a
parent have a fault, (the son) should with bated breath, and bland aspect, and gentle voice,
admonish him. If the admonition do not take effect, he will be the more reverential and the
more filial; and when the father seems pleased, he will repeat the admonition .... If the
parent be angry and (more) displeased, and beat him till the blood flows, he should not
presume to be angry and resentful, but be (still) more reverential and more filial” (%2R} 47it,
MR, EELGE SR, ik, SUIERE ... AR, AT 2, AR, it
#). Translated by James Legge ; The Classic of Filial Piety (#55), chapter 15 “Dissuasion”
(#5F): “And the father who had a son that would remonstrate with him would not sink
into the gulf of unrighteous deeds” (303 I, MG AFEAEE). Translated by James Legge.

20 Refer to Zhu Xi’s commentary on the above citation: “42 JHIEE, FKELAST 22, MK 21,
MEAE .

21 The criticisms of this Confucian position was not peculiar to Mozi; instead, they constituted
a point of commonality between practically every other school of thought except
Confucianism. Even so, Mozi’s criticisms are the most direct and severe. See Mozz, chapter
39 “Against Confucians” (JIifi F): ““The Confucianist says: Love among relations should
depend upon the degree of relationship, and honour to the virtuous should be graded. This
is to advocate a discrimination among the near and the distant relations and among the
respectable and the humble .... Yet the Confucianist pretends it to be for the sake of the
parents. This is partiality to the most favourite but neglect of the most important. Isn’t this
great perversity?” (i F: BUBATH, S5, S BG4 E: PrLIdEBit, IR aksnT
R, TR, SIEAT k)

22 ‘There has been debate within academic communities, over whether the concealment
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Despite this, Mencius nevertheless insists on the principle of “family
relations.” Of course, when someone asked Mencius what a ruler should
do if his own father committed murder, Mencius gave a seemingly
self-contradictory response. The law-enforcement carries out their duties,
but the ruler secretly leaves the state together with his father.23 Mencius
does not propose that family relations can trump public rules or laws, but
nevertheless maintains that the former is the supreme principle.

The fundamental reason for Confucian’s defenses of “family rela-
tions” lies in their regarding morality and norms as originating from inter-
personal relationships, rather than given by an absolutely existing Heaven.
No one can exit from the fundamental relationships that are family
relations — the latter forming the basis of morality and the cultivation of
moral sentiments. Opposed to this Confucian position, Mozi instead
chooses the idea of “Heaven’s will” (%&) as the first principle.>* From
Mozi’s perspective, morality and norms should be regarded as being given
by Heaven. This is because no one can fully leave his selfish perspective
and thus does not ever compare up to Heaven’s “will” (/%) of “universal
love and mutual benefit.”?> According to Mozi, if we rely on human
strength (or capacities), we will never realize the ideal of universal love
without distinctions (or regardless of social distinctions). Also precisely

concerns only father-son relationships, or extends more generally to familial relationships.
See Guo (2004).

23 See Mencins, TA35: “Tao Ying asked, saying, “Shun being sovereign, and Gao Yao chief
minister of justice, if Gu Sou had murdered a man, what would have been done in the
case?” Mencius said, “Gao Yao would simply have apprechended him.” “But would not
Shun have forbidden such a thing?” “Indeed, how could Shun have forbidden it? Gao Yao
had received the law from a proper source.” “In that case what would Shun have done?”
Shun would have regarded abandoning the kingdom as throwing away a worn-out sandal.
He would privately have taken his father on his back, and retired into concealment, living
somewhere along the sea-coast. There he would have been all his life, cheerful and happy,
forgetting the kingdom™ (BRI ZE2 KT, b, BIWRA, WAmZ il du fH: BuZiiic
7. SRR ERE B AREINA L A2 . ARABHINZ e B FRBLEER M aaii b.
REEUNIE, BRI, FSar ks, SEER ).

24 See Mozi, chapter 26 “Heaven’s Will” (Jo& F): “He who obeys the will of Heaven, loving
universally and benefiting others, will obtain rewards. He who opposes the will of Heaven,
by being partial and unfriendly and harming others, will incur punishment” (I,
TRATEE, SHHIAY, AL RO, DIRTE, SEHI R,

25 See Mogi, chapter 44 “Major Tllustrations” (AIfY): “Heaven’s love of man is more all-encom-
passing than the sage’s love of man; its benefitting man is more profound than the sage’s
benefitting man” (KZZEALD, #THAZZE A, LA, JETHAZFIAL). Johnston (2010),
p.579.
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because of this, Mozi’s explanation of “Heavenly Will” as the source of
publicity is impoverished in terms of considerations concerning inter-
personal sentiments. Xunzi entirely rejects Mozi’s view that Heaven has
will, and establishes the theory of the distinction between Heaven and
human beings (KAH157).26 He also refutes the Mohist idea of universal
love without distinctions, and defends the Confucian affirmation of a
hierarchical system.?” Although Mencius and Xunzi adopts differing
positions concerning human nature, and the relationship between Heaven
and human beings, they both do not discard the principle of “family
relations.” And from the fact that both thinkers derive ethical criteria from
interpersonal relationships, we can see them as holding on to the same
starting position.

Confucian thinkers since the Tang and Song dynasties have
consistently tried to preserve the idea of publicity using Confucian theory.
Hanyu (#1%), a Tang dynasty scholar, uses the distinction between
“public” and “private” to distinguish Confucianism from other schools of
thought. He deems that unlike how Daoism or Buddhism only differ in
their focus and resolution of personal problems, Confucianism is the only
way through which we can broadly (or prevalently) realize benevolence and
righteousness (3%) in society.?® From the Song dynasty, Confucian scholars
not only inherited Confucianism’s way of distinguishing itself from other
schools of thought on the basis of the distinction between “public” and
“private,” but also employed the opposition between Heavenly principles
and human desires (A#) and the distinction between the gentleman (# 1)
and the petty man (/" \), in order to explain the problem of “public” and
“private.”? This way of understanding the “public and private” has been

26 See Xunzi, chapter 17 “Discourse on Heaven” (Kifi): “There is a constancy to the activities
of Heaven. They do not persist because of Yao. They do not perish because of Jie .... And
so, one who understands cleatly the respective allotments of Heaven and humankind can
be called a person of utmost achievement” (KATH, ANFFE(T, ANRAEL . BVIIR R AZ2),
NIFTEAZ). Hutton (2014), p.175.

27 See Xunzi, chapter 20 “Discourse on Ritual” (i4ifi): “What is meant by “differentiations”? T
say: It is for noble and lowly to have their proper ranking, for elder and youth to have their
proper distance, and for poor and rich, humble and eminent each to have their proper
weights” (FaHAP H: BHEATE, BA0A75, ARHE i), Hutton (2014), p.201.

28 See Han Yu’s “The Origin of Dao” (J5if): “M# 28, 1Tl 28 ... &8s 21,
KINZAG. ETZITREMEAE, ROMES 2, —AZRS 1

29 See Zhuziynlei (4 175K, Book 124: “FEIGHLA LT WIN, FULFER, ARLZIHAS, HA9R?;
Book 117: “4 HEGERILALK, 7651, 25H, 73491 Book 8: “JLREE, ABK, 38F1, 20F,, 7
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crucial within Confucian discourse since the pre-Qin period. Yet if the
question is pressed, concerning what criteria there is to distinguish
between public morality and private desires (¥#k), the Confucian answer
is merely whether it is in accordance with Heavenly principles. If we press
further for clarification on what behavior is in accordance with Heavenly
principles, the Confucian response would either be in terms of benev-
olence,?® or filial piety.3! And finally, the questioning ends with a recourse
to the negotiations between “family relations” or “public morality” — an
age-old question.

Donghak on Self-Awareness and the Relationship
between Heaven and Human Beings

Donghak originates from the enlightenment experience of Choe Je-u (aka.
Suun, subsequently referred to as Suun) in April 1860. As a knowledgeable
scholar, he did not entirely reject the Confucian tradition,* but he
realized that the traditional ideology was no longer able to fulfil the needs
of the current times.>> The rampant diseases proliferating in Korean
society during that time, together with the influence of other countries, led
to an increasing overall crisis. The rapid expansion of the powers of the

LI, AN, Book 43: “ KHUH IV, FEARLZINL” Wang Yang Ming also discusses the
issues of publlcltv and privacy, and that of heavenly principles and human desires in a
connected manner. See Chuanxilu (1574#), the 2nd Clause: “GER RITZ AR, Mlt—E A2
#4,” the 3rd Clause: “/OENER, FLOMRARZ#E, BIEREL”

30 Sce Zhuziyulei, Book 6: “f JEIHLUAHE MRS, JEIARIT, (R “f SR,
Q/%J\:J:E,.”

31 See Chuanxiln, the 5th Clause: “B5: “Q1 NEATATALH 4, SR, NIAES, ek, (T
DR TR el S BRAAEBRIER, ORI TRIAES §. SRR, Mifle 2 A2
N

32 Sece Eastern Great Seripture (3€ K%, hereafter abbr. DGDJ), “On Cultivating Virtue”
(TERED): “Humaneness, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom are the virtues taught by the
former sages. Keeping a good mind and having the right spiritual force are the virtues
established only by me” (1 %T'm*” T2 (OISR, HEHZ I0E). Kim and Yoon (2007),
p.18.

33 According to the song lyrics records in Memarial Songs of Yongdam (G, hereafter abbr.
YDYS), “Song of Instruction” (Al#K), Choe Je-u thought that the time of Confucianism
and Buddhism, which had been sustained and passed on for the past centuries, was coming
to an end.
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Western Learning (in this case, Catholicism),3* and the corresponding rapidity
of Koreans forsaking their traditional values and embracing Catholicism,
led Suun to have no choice but to undertake a deeper reflection of the
reality of Korean society then. Although he acknowledged the strengths of
Western civilization, and even admitted that it could be the universal value
of the new age,3> he was reluctant to believe the concept of “Heaven” that
was propounded by Western Learning. From Suun’s perspective, the fact
that Catholics believed — as if they saw it with their own eyes — the claim
that “God” actually existed in Heaven or paradise, in the Jade Capital (51
), was absurd and empty of meaning.3® What was even harder to accept
was that upon establishing the church, Koreans forsook traditional values
such as ritual practices and the Five Cardinal Relationships. They went to
the churches to pray for their own afterlives, denied the existence of their
deceased parents” spirits (“2h}ifi#), and recklessly abandoned ancestor
worship.3” By then, Suun had already recognized that the reform of
traditional society was inevitable, and was constantly worried about a
harsh world in which each person was selfish and followed his or her own

34 The rise in power of Catholicism was a cause of worry for the Korean government. The
Korean government regarded that as a phenomenon that could shake the foundations of
their society, and from the late 18th century, began the repression of Catholics. The eatliest
recorded repression in Korean history was the Sin-hae Persecution (¢34, Jeongjo (il
)15, 1791) in the year 1791. The situation became more dire subsequently, due to the
combination of various factors such as the repression of Catholics, the struggle for power
between different factions, and the reaction against Western intervention in Korean.
Consequently, the more incidents of the severe repression of Catholics successively
occurred — such as “Bul-myo Persecution (ZIIHE, Jeongjo 19, 1795),” “Sin-yu Persecution
(EPE3E, Sunjo (fliill) 1, 1801],” “Gi-hae Persecution (%311, Heonjong (&%) 5, 1839),”
“Byeong-o Persecution (I, Heonjong 12, 1846),” “Gyeong-sin Persecution (P17,
Cheoljong (1) 11, 1860),” “Byeong-in Persecution [5H7E, Gojong (155559 3, 1866).”

35 See “Discussion on Learning” (##52) in DGDJ: “In April 1860 the country was in chaos,
and the minds of the people were confused, and no direction or solution was known.
Strange rumors were rampant in the country: the Westerners have realized Truth and
Virtue, and through their inventions they can accomplish anything, and if they attack with
their weapons, no one can withstand them. If China is destroyed, wouldn’t Korea face the
same fate? Is the reason for their success none other than the way that they call the Western
way: the learning that they call Catholicism and the religion that they call holy religion? Do
they know perhaps the time of Heaven and did they receive the mandate of Heaven?” (K
HZA, L2, KTIAL, ROOiE, SOz, SCEPERE 28, S pare 2 A, S
IR, RIGEAL, AN, DT, MRATERT, BB, ] MR 2 it AR, A, iR
PHAE, BT, AR, IFRIAIR N2 Kl?) Kim & Yoon (2007), p.8.

36 Sce “Song of Way and Virtue” (f4) in YDYS.

37 See “Song of Encouraging to Learn” (4 in YDYS.
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mind (%F1%0).38 Even so, he was unable to unquestioningly accept (as
others did) the removal of the idea of Heaven from the realm of human
experience, and isolated within a metaphysical domain within Western
Learning.

Suun’s enlightenment was the result of such exploration within
darkness. His idea of “reverently bearing Hanullim within one’s own”39
was a great revision to the understanding of the relationship between
Heaven and human beings. The “God” in Donghak is neither a supreme
being who exists in a faraway metaphysical realm to supervise and control
human beings, nor a principle (i&#) which supports and protects the
existing order of society. Within Donghak, what is regarded as absolute
existence is “ultimate energy” or jigi (%:%) — the inner spirituality which
all individuals have, to bear Hanullim within one’s own. This was a
subjectivity that could be realized, felt, and genuinely experienced.*’

38 See “On Propagating Truth” (1) in DGDJ: “However, in current times the people of
the world have selfish minds, and do not follow the Principle of Heaven nor care for the
Will of Heaven. Therefore, my mind is always anxious and fearful, and I don’t know what
will happen in the future” CUHFEITLIA, —HEZ A, & TR, ANEDER, AR, (O HREA, 50
A7), Kim and Yoon (2007), p.4.

39 My view is that the term “Cheonju” (K¥F) here refers to “3-&'d/315',” and is the
translation of the Korean term for absolute existence. The Donghak scripture was written
in both vernacular Korean and classical Chinese, the former to meet the needs of the
populace and the latter of the intellectuals. From the perspective of the official publication
by Choe Si-hyeong (1827-1898), the classical Chinese scripture (DGDJ, 1880) was
published earlier than the vernacular Korean scripture (YDYS, 1881). However, according
to the early Donghak historical record (EJCE), Suun first composed the Korean lyrics
for “Song of Yongdam” (i), “Song of the Reclusive” (1), “Song of Instruction”
(#R), “Song of Reassurance” (Z0HK) of YDYS in spring 1860, one year before
completing the various Chinese scriptures such “On Propagating Truth” (4iif ) of DGDJ
in spring 1861. In YDYS, ultimate reality was designated as “< ='d” (Classical Korean) /
“3hdd” (Modern Korean),” which was the Koreans” own term used to refer to ultimate
reality. It is controversial how to explain the concept of “Cheonju” (KF) in Donghak and
other religions in Korea. Don Baker analyses the four main terms which modern Koreans
used to refer to ultimate reality (the original Romanization kept intact): ', Hananim
(One God Above), 3F='d Hantinim (the sky-god), -2 Hanullim (Chéndo- kyo’s own term
for God), and $+&'d Handlim (Tagjong-gyo’s own term for God). See Baker (2002).

40 The Donghak incantations express such a unique conception of the relationship between
Heaven and man. Refer to the 13-syllable incantation, “Si-Cheon-Ju / Jo-Hwa-Jeong /
Yeong-Se-Bul-Mang / Man-Sa-Ji” ((FKF L AlAE E4i) and the 21-syllable
incantation, “Ji-Gi-Geum-Ji / Won-Wi-Dae-Gang / Si-Cheon-Ju / Jo-Hwa-Jeong / Yeong-
Se-Bul-Mang / Man-Sa-Ji” (5455 WG R Ebd AlAg &900). Baker
translates the 21-syllable as follows: “Ultimate Energy being all around me, I pray that I feel
that Energy within me here and now. Recognizing that God is within me, I will be
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Within Suun’s mystical experience, the absolute existence told him that
“my heart/mind is nothing but your heart/mind” (#0174 .0>)* and at that
point, there was no more separation between Suun and the absolute
existence which was termed sangje (_1-7f) by people during that time. This
is Donghak’s unique understanding of the relationship between Heaven
and human beings, as well as the first step to the advanced understanding
of self-dignity. Recalling the earlier discussion about the disputes between
Confucians and Mohists concerning whether Heaven or human beings
were the basis for publicity, it is easy to see how Donghak’s understanding
of Heaven differs. For Mozi, Heavenly Will does not account for personal
cons- ciousness or awareness — everyone just has to act in accordance with
it. In contrast, Donghak’s conception of Heaven resides within every
individual. For Confucianism, Heavenly principles is a universal value
established upon the fundamentals of inter-personal relationships and
sentiments. In contrast to that, Donghak’s understanding of Heaven is
embodied in terms of jigi. Because it concerns energy or gi (%), Heaven is
not a metaphysical principle. Rather, it is a living God of personal
experience — this is the foundation of people’s self-awakening and
development of their own ideas. The experience of God as described by
Donghak is “the state of both internally bearing the Divine spirituality and
externally being aware of connecting energy” (P, 4+ %i1k),** which
is that the self-awareness of one’s spirituality from within oneself, is
concurrent with the real experience of sensing the existence of other

transformed. Constantly aware of that divine presence within, I will become attuned to all
that is going on around me.” See Baker (2007), p.450.

41 See DGDJ, “Discussion on Learning” (#is %0): “Suddenly my body shook, I felt a chill and
I felt the vital force of contact with the Spirit, and inwardly I heard divine words of
instruction. I looked around but could not see anyone. I listened but could not hear
anything. Therefore, I felt it very strange. After bracing my mind and renewing my energy, I
asked, “Why is it like this?”” The divine answer was, “My mind is your mind. How can
humankind know it? People know of Heaven and earth, but they do not know the Spirit.
am the Spirit. As I am giving you the eternal Truth, cultivate and refine it, write it down and
teach it to the people. Establish the laws of practice and propagating the Truth (virtue).
Then you will have eternal life and will brighten the wotld” ” (H AR, SMTHERE 25, W4T
Raliz e, WL ANK, B2 NH, OB, ORI E: (TRES2 B OO, AT
22 SRR, Sl B, Sl s iess. 20, (.2, B, IEHEARREI, 5
F, A TR F%). Kim and Yoon (2007), pp.8-9.

42 Tpid, “Si means having the Divine Spirit within and expressing the vital force in life. When
people realize this they will keep it in their hearts without change” (f5-#, AT, #M75RAE,
—fEZ A, FHRE D). Kim and Yoon (2007), p.11.
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individuals (beyond oneself) bearing Hannulim.

The Donghak view of Heaven and human beings was not completed
during Suun’s time, but extended, supplemented and enhanced by the
subsequent leader Choe Si-hyeong (aka. Haewol), and the next leader Son
Byeong-hui (aka. Uiam, 1861-1922).*3 Haewol was committed to enabling
people to become self-aware, and to cultivate themselves. On one front, he
used the idea of “human being is the same as Heaven™** to reiterate the
principle of continuity between Heaven and human beings. On the other
front, he used the ideas of “treat human beings as though dealing with
Heaven” (4 A1 X)* and “Heaven and Earth are our parents” ( K42 1})*0
in order to extend the boundaries of God to encompass the existence of all
members of society and the natural environment. Uiam lived in a time
with urgent demands arising from modernization, and placed even more
emphasis on the strength of one’s own self. Concurrent with his reiteration
of the idea of “human being is nothing but Heaven” (A/5%), ¥’ he took
the further step of changing the term “human being” (\) to “myself” ()
in order to articulate the idea that “I am Heaven; Heaven is myself.”*® As
Uiam told his Donghak disciples, everyone should not rely on “customary
Heaven” (714 X), but should realize that “I myself am originally Hanullim”
(1 HAA K )4 This requirement demonstrates that he regards every
individual as active subjects possessing the capacity for self-discovery.

43 Some scholars argue that the transition from Suun’s “Bearing Heaven” (Si-Cheon, f5) to
Haewol’s “Cultivating Heaven” (Yang-Cheon, #X) and subsequently to Uiam’s “Em-
bodying Heaven” (Che-Cheon, ##KX) consists of a spititual revolution or reform. See Yun
1974. As for the transition of “Cheon” among Donghak leaders, see Choe Si-hyeong,
Sermons by Divine Teacher Haewol (I HIIHR, hereafter abbr. HSB), Section 25 “Cultivating
Hanullim” (#£KXF) and also Son Byeong-hui, Semmons by Holy Teacher Uiam (GRS,
hereafter abbr. USB), Section 11 “Discoutse on Three Battles” (—flkifi).

44 See HSB, Section 4 “Heaven, Farth and Human / Ghost and Spirit/ Yin and Yang” (KH:
A - B2,

45 See HSB, Section 7 “On Treating People and Meeting Things” (£ A¥1%).

46 Sce HSB, Section 2 “Heaven and Earth Are Parents” (K22 H).

47 See USB, Section 8 “Great and Upright Doctrine” (K1155).

48 See USB, Section 16 “Training for the Way” (E515): “Hot K, Joedt, FRESHRLHh,
SRR OATRE L, S, SaAT BN OATER, AR B2V, RO Z Bz

49 See USB, Section 26 “Unification of Faith and Consistency of Norms” ({5 (s Bl
).
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Donghak’s Transformation and Experimentation
of the Confucian Concept of Publicity

Regarding human beings as subjects who have the capacity for self-
transformation and the potential to create history, Donghak thought
achieved a breakthrough in the limitations of various traditional systems
of thought. While Donghak also discusses filial piety, it does not regard it
as constituting a first principle together with “family relations”; instead, it is
in relation to the infinite continuity of life. Without our parents, we would
not exist; similarly, it is only given my existence that there can be
descendants. However, the continuity of life is not restricted to the
inheritance between human beings, nor is filial piety a feature exclusive to
human beings.> Consequently, from the perspective of Donghak, both
family ethics and social ethics are the result of our consciousness and
realization of the idea that “human being is the same as Heaven” — they
are not our blind adherence to the existing ethical norms. Regarding
Hanullim as a responsive reality (/) which is “absolutely impartial and
does not choose between good and evil” (=A%, A#EA)S] reveals a
unique transformation that Donghak brings to the idea of publicity.
Specifically, it operates in accordance with the principle or rationale of the
creation and inter-connectedness of Heaven and Earth, in order to
maintain the equal worth or value of the self —but without being
constrained by so-called notions of good and evil or already-existing

50 Sce DGDYJ, “Not So, Yet So” (R “When T think of my present existence, T am
aware that my parents preceded me, and when I think of my future, I am aware that my
descendants will carry on through successive generations. When I think of my future, its
principle does not differ from my thought about my present existence. However, when 1
consider past generations, questions arise in my mind, and I find it difficult to understand
how the first parent of humankind became a human being .... In this world, no one could
exist without patents. Therefore, when we consider the ancestors of each person, we can
say that all exist because of self evident relations .... The cows that listen to their masters”
words and cultivate the farms seem to have minds and knowledge. These cows have the
strength to work and live by themselves. Then, why do they suffer and die for men? There
is a saying that crows bring food to their old mothers. Do they know filial piety and love?
Swallows know their masters. No matter how poor their maters may be, they return to their
home every year” (F/UHM, ACRFERE, BRIBERN, T-HRA0% A MBS R PU0L, 25t
=g Z MBEED T ATIA .. IHH], REBIACREZ AR BN, ISR TR 2t ... B ZIH]
S50 WSO R, DIJTZ Ry 52 LRI IBE? [ 5-Z SO D) RRIRR. L2 R0
BN RN, Kim and Yoon (2007), pp.21-3.

51 See “Song of Way and Virtue” in YDYS.
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ethical frameworks — such that it responds to the idea of publicity which is
re-configured by changing times.

This is not to theorize for the sake of theorizing; rather, it is thought
which accompanies practice and actions. After his enlightenment, Suun
married two of his female servants to his sons, and before his death
imparted the leadership of the religion to Haewol (who had a low social status
and was not learned). A more important reality is that despite the fact that
there were many Donghak disciples who were both learned and had high
social statuses, they did not oppose Suun’s decision, but instead followed
and relied on Haewol for more than thirty years. In view of the
discrimination (based on social status) prevalent in Korean society then, this
is an almost unimaginable phenomenon. Judging from this, the community
or solidarity of Donghak had overcome the social hierarchies of Korean
society then, gradually moving towards a more public model. The
Donghak community always preserved the tradition of “mutual aid” (4748
#17£)%2 — where people helped each other mutually regardless of their
wealth. This demonstrates that the Donghak community had surmounted
the conflict between family and social ethics. Moreover, Haewol also
changed the practice of worship from “facing the wall” (FEE%(7) to “facing
oneself” ([#k7%7).>3 From the perspective of a Confucian, this was a
shocking travesty or blasphemy. But from the perspective of Donghak,
this is actually the true way of honoring one’s parents — it regards my
parents as a life-force living together with me, rather than simply being
deceased and residing in the underworld. Thus, “facing myself ” does not
abandon ancestor worship in the way that Western Learning does.
Rather, it transforms the notion of worship from one in which we only
worship and commemorate our ancestors annually during their death
anniversary, to a sacred ritual in which they are always present within our
lives. From Haewol’s perspective, the correct way to worship Heaven and

52 The earliest record of this expression appears in 1863, in the notices (%) circulated by
Confucian scholars in the Southeast Kotea (BiH) to reject Donghak. More interestingly,
from the perspective of Joseon Korean (#Jfif) Confucians, Donghak was merely a cult
which confused and muddied good and evil. Yet from here we can see that during that
time, Donghak did not discriminate between persons of different social status, nor made
distinctions between men and women — instead, it was an idealistic community which
treated its members equally, as though they were of the same flesh and blood.

53 See HSB, Section 19 “Worship of Facing Myself” (ifr): “ifilif: <2l Iy, gk
(AP IR SRR kR i <oz FELARS, aigkakhT .
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one’s ancestors was to never forget them even in each and every action,
every day. He further extended the scope of morality to the existence of
non-humans, and proposed the doctrine of “using Heaven to eat Heaven”
(AR K)3* — to regard our everyday meals as an exchange of life between
we who are bearing Hanullim, and the myriad life-forms who are also
bearing Hanullim. In this way, the ethical model of Donghak requires a
total “transformation” of our modes of thinking, and is neither
constrained by the Xunzian “accumulation” of ritual practices within
society nor by the Mencian “expansion” of human nature.

Conclusion

The Donghak experimentation of publicity is an unfinished issue. Even
though it achieved epoch-making success temporarily, the various
difficulties Donghak faced throughout the historical transitions led to it
not taking roots in modern Korean society today.>> The Donghak during
the Japanese Occupation, together with the various experiences of
struggling for sovereignty under colonial rule, moved towards the status of
a modernized religion under the banner of Cheondogyo (Religion of
Heavenly Way). After independence and the separation of the country into
North and South Koreas, Donghak and Cheondoism lost their intellectual
vigor, and were relegated as specimens of traditional thought. Donghak
lost the opportunity to reform traditional morality represented by
Confucianism, as well as to establish a new ideal of publicity. Despite that,
Donghak remains an indispensable part of discussions on publicity in
the East-Asian world, as well as still being an intellectual source awaiting
new interpretations and practice. In Korea, the religious, social, and
recently the life movements have all drawn from the historical experiences
of Donghak in one way or another.

54 See HSB, Section 8 “The Talisman and Incantation” (#£052): “LLLHAD, DSRHAK, DSk
S, DIRER, DIRAR)” “HBzEL KB, DIRIEK, S A Bt OBt S, 19 3ERE, ki
PR %D and also Section 24 “Using Heaven to Eat Heaven” (LLRR).

55 Sce Park (2010).
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